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In modern English-Chinese dictionary compilation, sense arrangement 
remains a field not thoroughly explored, compared with English dictionary 
compilation. The present thesis is an attempt to explore some major issues 
concerning sense arrangement in English dictionaries and English-Chinese 
ones. What are the major sense arrangement principles and structures? 
What are their advantages and disadvantage respectively? What problems 
exist in English-Chinese dictionaries as for sense arrangement? It is 
expected that some practical proposals will come forward on the basis of 
the research.  
In modern lexicography, there are there major principles, namely, historical 
principle, logical principle and frequency principle. Two sense 
arrangement structures are available: linear and hierarchy structure. Each 
sense arrangement method has its special advantage. The historical 
principle presents an overall view of the semantic development; the logical 
principle reveals the inner link among each senses of a word; and the 
frequency principle is especially beneficial for language learners. Linear 
structure tends to save more space and hierarchy structure is clearer in 
displaying senses. What principle or structure to employ is influenced by 
many factors: size of a dictionary, the language period it covers, and its 
target-users. What’s more, as a science developed from linguistics, 
lexicography has made progress with the help of linguistic theories like 
descriptive linguistics, prototype theory and corpus linguistics.  
In English-Chinese dictionary compilation, a lot more work needs to be 
done in terms of sense arrangement. In medium-sized English-Chinese 
dictionaries in particular, sense arrangement is far from systemized. Sense 















explanation. Old semantic usage takes up much room in an entry and 
senses with high frequency are not properly presented. In order to solve 
these problems, the author has proposed that English-Chinese dictionary 
compilers should make a clear statement about sense arrangement 
principles and give priority to the frequency principle. Finally, a tentative 
model of sense arrangement in E-C learner’s dictionaries is offered. 
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Chapter One  Introduction 
 
1.1 Significance of research into sense arrangement 
With a multitude of information, a dictionary is multifunctional. The use of 
a dictionary may be to determine the correct spelling of words, or to find 
out the accepted pronunciation of words. More often than not, dictionaries 
are in demand as helps in determining the meaning of words. As a matter 
of fact, senses are usually what people check a dictionary for. Meaning 
should be counted the first of what a dictionary is for. In lexicographical 
terms, sense is “one of several meanings that can be established for a word 
or phrase and covered by a definition in a reference work.” (Hartmann & 
James 2000: 125) Sub-sense is “one of the distinct meanings of a 
polysemous word, often marked in dictionaries by means of numbered 
sub-entries.” (ibid: 133) In Chart 1 on the next page, the results are 
presented of three experiments conducted by well-known researchers who 
attempted to find out what information dictionary users were looking for. 
The experiments were made at different times, with differing study 
subjects. But they came to similar findings. No matter from whose point of 
view, the conclusion is surprisingly unanimous: meaning is most frequently 
checked in a dictionary.  
However, when we are asked the meaning of a word, for instance, the word 
“sense”, what shall we answer? Does sense mean “any of the five powers 
of the body to receive knowledge of things in the world around”? Or 
“appreciation or understanding”? Or “meaning of a word” as is used in this 
thesis? This might be a difficult choice, since it is polysemous, like most 













Chapter One  General Introduction 
sense. If you open any dictionary, you will surely find examples of 
polysemy. Some English words may not trouble you with three or four 
senses. However, when it comes to some basic words with high frequency, 
you would most probably feel confused at what you are looking for. For 
instance, in Webster Third New International Dictionary, the entry “break” 
alone covers a whole page, with twenty senses and over a hundred 
sub-senses. Obviously, they shouldn’t be and are not messed up at random, 
or a dictionary user might be lost in them rather than be given proper 
instructions about a certain language. As the user needs a clear and easy 
clue to what he is aiming at, dictionary compilers are expected to provide 
the necessary information in sensible ways. 
Chart 1  Survey of the purpose of dictionary-checking 
          
Researchers
Experiments 
Quirk Tomaszczyk Herbst & 
Stein 
Date 1973 1979 1987 
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  59% 53% 
synonyms   74% 52% 
pronunciatio
n 











other 13% 18%   
(Osselton, N. E.. Chosen Words: Past and Present Problems for Dictionary Makers, Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press, 1995) 
However, most words contain more than one sense, and a large amount of 
information has to be included in an entry. In lexicographical history, 
lexicographers have been endeavoring on the subject. The principal aim of 
the present thesis is, after sorting out the existing practices in sense 
ordering and finding out their advantages and disadvantages, to put 
forward some suggestions on how to arrange senses in a more sensible way 
in English-Chinese dictionaries. 
1.2 Development of sense arrangement in English 
monolingual dictionary compilation  
As a science, lexicography didn’t occur at the same time when dictionaries 
appeared. As a matter of fact, the practices of compiling dictionaries have 
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